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Voluntary First Aid: The role of St. John Ambulance Brigade
[SLIDE – TITLE]
This paper is a part of an on-going Wellcome-funded project on a history of sports medicine. From this research, it has become clear that sports medicine has owed much to the voluntary tradition, not surprising perhaps as sport itself in Britain has been built on voluntarism. In the past, for example, doctors have given up their free time to work for local football and rugby clubs, and have seen these responsibilities as a civic duty, even though they also probably enjoyed it. One of the other main agencies to provide medical cover at football grounds, as well as other sporting events has been St John Ambulance Brigade.

Of course, St John Ambulance itself provides an illuminating example of the British voluntary tradition. However, its role and perception in British society similar to other British institutions like fish and chips seems to have been largely uncontested. There has also been little written about it. An official history was written in 1986​[1]​ while Roger Cooter has examined its role and emergence in the late nineteenth century at a time when accidents and the need to provide organisation and facilities to deal with them gained a greater awareness.​[2]​

Exploring how the organisation has evolved since the late 19th century, may tell us more not only about St. John Ambulance but about Britain itself. What I would like to do here is suggest some possible areas of investigation of St John Ambulance before looking more closely how its relationship with professional and recreational football evolved.

First though I will briefly outline its modern origins. These can be traced back to the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71 and the establishment of the British National Society for Aid to the Sick and Wounded (BNAS). One of its members, John Furley, was a representative of the Order of St. John, and he later advocated an organisation that could fulfil First Aid duties in civilian life. Furthermore, the late nineteenth century had seen a rise in the concern for the levels of accidental workplace injuries, especially on the railways, in factories and coal mines. Together with this greater consciousness of injuries and their consequences, there came a greater interest in the organisation of accident provision and medical cover at places of work. 

The Order of St. John itself, traces its origins back to the Knights Hospitaller of St. John at Jerusalem during the Dark Ages. The Order was revived in England in 1831. In 1877, St John Ambulance Association was founded while St John Ambulance Brigade was formed 10 years later. Both had separate functions and in some ways were separate bodies despite coming under the Order of St John umbrella. While the Association was responsible for teaching first aid, the Brigade undertook practical duties as the uniformed arm of St John which had been set up on a national basis to co-ordinate a growing number of local ‘corps’ that had sprung up to provide first aid. In 1968, both merged under the title of St John Ambulance.

[PICTURE]
St John Ambulance highlights the persistence of a wider voluntary tradition, which permeated much of British society and which illustrates how a long-standing charity has continually adapted, and to a certain extent re-invented itself, in light of political, social and economic change.

For example, the way that St John has been financed has changed. Whereas it had previously relied mainly upon donations from the public, fund-raising activities and rich individuals, today it shows some of the hallmarks of a modern business. In 2003, its income was £64 million while it had assets of £134 million. Gifts and donations only made up just over 10 per cent of the income with the bulk provided by First Aid training and services. It employed over 1300 people, both full-time and part-time, with 15 members of staff earning salaries over £50,000. 

[SLIDE – MEMBERSHIP]
In addition, its membership has fluctuated since its inception with wartime unsurprisingly creating exceptional periods for recruitment. In the post-war period, its decline could perhaps have been predicted as changing social habits and incomes allowed people more opportunity to pursue other leisure activities like DIY or watching television, and perhaps the emergence of youth culture was a contributory factor. Other areas of possible investigation include looking at the sub-culture of the organisation; asking why people joined up and how much time they devoted not only to the work and training but also the competitions they took part in. Moreover, what has been the socio-economic make-up of its membership? I would guess that the bulk came from the lower-middle and working classes, and in many cases it probably ran in the family. Women have also played a major role throughout the organisation’s history through their nursing divisions, although again, it seems to have mirrored their own position within society. No woman has ever been made a Prior, the head of the Order of St John, or a Chief Commander of St John Ambulance.

[SLIDE – UNIFORMS]
Another feature of the Brigade has been its military overtones: it had a military structure based on ranks, where volunteers wear uniforms, they go on ‘duty’ and belong to divisions, even words like ambulance and first aid have military connotations. It not only reflected Victorian industrial uniformed workforces like those on the railways, or in the police or fire brigade, but also organisations like the Salvation Army. However, to what extent a streak of militarism ran through St John Ambulance is difficult to gauge. It may be that the method of organisation, based on the military model of management, provided a structure for a paternalist style of supervision, reflecting the class system.

Of course, uniforms identified volunteers as specialists in their field, which was presumably a help to the public. For some volunteers the uniform also seems to have been an important aspect of being part of St John Ambulance. By 1982, however, through the findings of a MORI poll conducted on behalf of St John Ambulance, it was found that the wearing of the traditional uniform was a disincentive to potential new recruits and changes were made to it.​[3]​

Health Service
By tackling the question posed by this conference, it could also be argued that the evolution of St John Ambulance has been partly a consequence of government policies regarding the health service. Roger Cooter has argued that during the late 19th century, St John Ambulance Brigade was filling a hole in the market by providing first aid and medical cover.​[4]​ Later this role changed, although slowly, as state involvement increased over the 20th century.

It was felt by some after the establishment of the NHS in 1948, that voluntary heath services would disappear. But instead complex relationships emerged between the state, both central and local, and voluntary organisations.​[5]​ Initially, the voluntary sector was the junior partner and there emerged a ‘welfare consensus’, in which it was thought that central government should control health services. By the 1970s and especially in the 1980s during the Thatcher administration, there was a swing back to the use of voluntary services. Interestingly, in 1972, Keith Joseph, then Secretary of State for Social Services and later an architect of neo-liberal policies, donated a cup to St John Ambulance for one of their competitions.​[6]​

Despite the drift back towards the use of voluntary groups, central government saw them as agents working for them rather than as autonomous bodies. In 1985, first aid training, what became known as the ‘First Aid at Work Certificate’, came under statutory control, and St John Ambulance along with other training agencies such as the Red Cross, had to satisfy more stringent conditions set down by the government.

Duties 
The public face of St John Ambulance is shown through the public duties they carry out. These include big events like the London Marathon and pop concerts to small venues like theatres and the village fete. How these duties have evolved has also reflected changes in society. In the 1920s, for example, when sales of motor cars began to increase, St John Ambulance built first aid posts at traffic accident hotspots.​[7]​ Besides football, their sporting duties have included rugby, cricket, boxing, horse-racing and motor racing. Motor racing is an excellent example of how through the pressures to provide better medical provision, St John has been forced to modernise its training in line with these demands.
Football
What I would like to do here is take a look at St John Ambulance’s relationship with football, both at the professional and recreational levels, to highlight some of these themes. 
[PICTURES OF JOE MERCER, 1954, AND BRYAN ROBSON, 1989]
The role of the St John Ambulance Brigade in combating injuries had become part of the footballing sub-culture by the early 1950s as we can see from these cartoons.
[CARTOONS]
Because it was a sport, football was regarded as a voluntary activity, and unlike other industries, such as the theatre, it was left to regulate the safety of its customers itself, a situation that continued up until the 1980s.​[8]​ Following its formation, attending football matches soon became a regular public duty for Brigade members. During the late 1800s, both professional, semi-professional and recreational football was taking off as increasing numbers of working men had both more time and money on their hands. And with young men on the football field accidents will happen. Thus creating a demand for St John Ambulance services.

It’s not known when the first ambulance duty took place at a football match but in 1894 it was recorded that a member of the Reading Corps had treated 33 cases since joining the Brigade.​[9]​ In 1898, an article that dealt specifically with football injuries was printed in the journal, First Aid, although it mainly referred to rugby rather than soccer.​[10]​ The injuries noted included ‘slipping the knee’, ‘stunning’ and ‘winding’. 

However, there was a difference in the responsibilities of Brigade members between the professional and recreational games. At an amateur level, St John provided post-injury care for the players, including the ‘magic sponge’, but in professional football, clubs had their own trainers and doctors to treat the players: Brigade members were used for stretcher and ambulance duties. Instead, St John was mainly responsible for the crowd. In 1902, 25 people were killed and over 500 injured at Ibrox Stadium, Glasgow, when a wooden stand collapsed during a match between Scotland and England. First Aid, proclaimed, and this perhaps says something about the moral outlook of the organisation, that, ‘The one bright spot in the terrible accident in Glasgow on the occasion of the international football match was the splendid service rendered by the local ambulance crews.’​[11]​ (It should be noted that in Scotland after the formation of the St Andrew Ambulance Association in 1904, four years later St John Ambulance pulled out.)​[12]​

Donations
Football itself has had a long philanthropic tradition. A Disaster Fund was set-up after the Titanic sunk and the FA and Football League also donated significant amounts of money to charities and the war effort between 1914 and 1918.​[13]​ Arrangements between St John Ambulance and football clubs were on an informal basis with the Brigade sometimes offering its services to them. For many years, like other charities, St John relied upon donations from football clubs. In 1934, Charlton Athletic donated £10 from their charity matches i.e. pre-season friendlies. The club doctor, and a director, a Dr Montgomery, was also a divisional surgeon within the Brigade.​[14]​

By the late 1960s as the Brigade’s numbers began to decline and football hooliganism was on the rise, St John gradually increased its demands on football. In 1974, for example, it had asked the FA if it would sponsor a greyhound race. The request was refused.​[15]​ In 1965, a race meeting at Ascot had been sponsored in aid of the Brigade.​[16]​ In 1972, the Football Association agreed to a donation to the Brigade of 50p for every 1000 spectators attending matches in the FA Cup from the 3rd round onwards.​[17]​ By 1985, this was also the going rate for Football League clubs although many clubs paid nothing. 

In 1991, St John negotiated a deal with the Football League in which London clubs paid £11 per 1000 spectators while outside the capital the fee was £8.50. St John also continued to accept donations from football. From the proceeds of the 1977 FA Charity Shield, itself an old-fashioned example of philanthropy, St John Ambulance Brigade received the largest donation of any charity, £4500.​[18]​

What placed the relationship between football and St John Ambulance on a more formal level were the disasters at Bradford in 1985 and especially at Hillsborough four years later. The Popplewell report had recommended that safety certificates for grounds should only be awarded if adequate first-aid facilities were provide although this was later watered down. Following the Taylor Report of 1990, first aid plus ambulance provision at football grounds came under statutory control, through what became known as the ‘Green Guide’. It was now a requirement for clubs to build at least two first aid posts. Clubs, however, were free to choose which ambulance service they wanted and this meant that St John and the statutory ambulance services were in competition with each other.

In addition to the new statutory first aid requirements, commercial developments also changed St John Ambulance’s relationship with football clubs when it came to the medical provision for the players. With escalating transfer fees by the early 1990s, clubs increasingly looked upon their players as assets and wanted better medical care for them when injured. Previously, it had been the nearest Brigade member available who would tend to players on the field. Now, while most concentrate on their crowd duties, some Brigade members are part of a specialist Pitch Retrieval Team who deal with the players.
[PICTURE OF HACKNEY MARSHES, 1962]
At the recreational level much has continued as before with perhaps only changes in equipment like ambulances being the major differences to the work. At Hackney Marshes, for example, the Hackney Division of St John Ambulance Brigade has provided a first aid post there for the 90 plus years since football was played on the Marshes. It has usually been manned by about 6 people. Games take place on Saturday afternoons and both on a Sunday morning and afternoon. The area covers 120 pitches and when fully used there are over 2600 players. As well as injuries to players, cases dealt with have included non-football related incidents. For example, there have been maternity cases while some players have grazed themselves diving into the canal to retrieve the ball only to find it ankle deep.

Conclusion
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